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J. D. Salinger and Zen Buddhism 
― A Study on Zen Thought in "Teddy”― 
Sal inger・s "Teddy" was published in 1953 and in the same year put in his first independent 
volume "Nine Stories.. as the closing story of them. The nine stories are of his own rigorous 
selection from his thirty short stories so far published, and arranged in the order of publi-
cation from 1948 to 1953. 
The setting of the story is in the ship across the Atlantic Ocean from England to America. 
Teddy, ten-year-old hero, Theodore McArdle, is traveling with his irritable, quarreling par-
ents and his six-year-old sister Booper. The reader gradually understands that Teddy is an 
exceptionally remarkable child or genius who is gifted with''intuitive grasp of the future, 
holds the Vedantic theory of reincarnation and believes that in his last incarnation he was 
making very nice spiritual advancement.1" Teddy had his first mystical experience at an early 
age of six and he could get out of finite dimensions fairly often when he was four. 
The story is developed mainly around the conversation between Teddy and Bob 
icholson. a scholar and fellow passenger in the ship. Through the dialogues between them, 
of mostly questions by Nicholson and answers by Teddy, Teddy's ideas of things of the 
world are put forth. His spiritually advanced ideas are those of Zen Buddhism and other 
philosophic insight. Thus Zen is introduced by means of the remarks made by Teddy who 
could be compared to an illuminated Zen master and by Nicholson comparable to an un-
initiated Zen pupil or layman. There isn't any conspicuous incident or happening except 
:ed_dy's a~cidental d_eat_h _whic·~- com~s- right a_t the end of the story al of which happens 
during a short period of time til ten thirty in the morning. 
Thus the development of the story is greatly attributed to the dialogues between the 
above two characters. A dialogue between a Zen master and a follower in question-and-
answer form in the Zen method of training is called'mondo'in Japanese. The Zen truth is 
characteristically developed by the ・mondo'. Consequently, if the reader follows and accepts 
the real meaning of Teddy's statements to answer Nicholson's questions, he will get glimp-
ses of the Zen way of thinking. His answers are similar to those in the Zen mondo in the 
sense that ・ at first sight they yield no intelligible meaning as far as their logical process of 
reasoning is applicable, but after some time of intensely concentrated pondering on the 
statement, one comes al of a sudden upon its meaning, and realized that the Zen masters 
(Teddy here) are after al giving us facts they actually see them with no idea of mystifying 
them.2' 
Other characters, Mr. and Mrs. McArdle and sister Booper are just ordinary people you 
will find anywhere and have nothing to do with Teddy's spiritual advancement. 
I. J. E. Miller. Jr.J. D. Salinger (University of Minnesota Pamphlets on American Writers No. 51). p. 25 
2. Bernard Phillips. The Essentials of Zen Buddhism (Greenwood Pres. Publishers. 1962), p. 218 
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Mr. McArdle, Teddy's father is firstly introduced in the story. He is a man who has a 
sunburned, debilitated-looking body and speaks a slangish English in volume - — he 
played leading roles on radio in New York.'He had what might be called a third-class 
leading man's speaking voice.3彎 Hedoesn't understand the spiritual world where Teddy 
lives and thinks Teddy is a freak and inhuman, although once he said,'he looks precious, 
for God會ssake.' 
Mrs. McArdle appears in the scene as she lies sleepily in bed in the ship making pro-
voking remarks to her husband. Mr. McArdle told Teddy to get down quickly off a bag 
which cost him twenty-two pounds, then Mrs. McArdle said. "Stay exactly where you are亀
darling." She always talks to her husdand in a resenting manner, but she is meek to her son, 
Teddy. She thinks itisn't good to the health that Teddy is always thinking about God. 
Booper is a six-year-old sister of silky blond hair. She doesn't like him and everybody 
in the ship. According to Teddy, Booper'hasn't been a human being for many lives.'In 
the end Teddy was pushed to death in a dried swimming pool by Booper, which we only 
sense by her piercing scream in fear and horror at what she has done. 
Bob Nicholson, a young man of thirty or younger, is very much intere5ted in Teddy 
and has been watching him from the Deck railing while Teddy was reading and writing in 
his notebook. Mr. Nicholson already knew that Teddy had been invited to England where 
he was subjected to questioning on his intuition by Leidekker examing group of Professors 
Watson. Peet, Larsen, Samuels・ who teach Religion, Philosophy at the university of 
Edinburgh. The people who wanted to interview Teddy also came from Stockholm, Sweden 
and Innsbruck, Austria. Nicholson is teaching Education and tries himself to get in touch 
with Teddy, and thus the conversation between them started. 
Teddy appears in the story in the description that'He was wearing extremely dirty. 
white ankle-sneakers, no socks, seersucker shorts that were both too long for him and at least 
a size too large in the seat, an overly laundered T shirt that had a hole the size of a dime in 
the right shoulder, and an incongruously handsome, black alligator belt. He needed a hair-
cut — especia ll y at the nape of the neck - the worst way, as only a small boy with an 
almost full-grown head and a reedlike neck can need one.'His eyes, which were pale brown 
in color, and not at al large, were slightly crossed -— the left eye more than the right 
They were not crossed enough to be disfiguring, or even to be necessarily noticeable at first 
glance. They were crossed just enough to be mentioned, and only in context with the fact 
that one might have thought long and seriously before wishing them straighter, or deeper. or 
wider set. His face, just as it was, carried the impact, however oblique and slow-travelling, 
of real beauty.4'According to Mrs. McArdle, he is thirteen pounds underweight for his age. 
So, we can tel that he is a slender rather small boy. Teddy, ten-year-old boy can read the 
newspaper and his handwriting was'legible without being pretty-pretty. The flow was what 
was remarkable about the handwriting. In no sense — no mechanical sense、atany rate--― 
did the words and sentences look as though they had been written by a child.5' 
From the above gathered description we may get an image of a litle boy who can read and 
write like an adult. However, it is difficult for us to find any charming features about him 
3. J. D. Salinger, Nine Stories (Bantam). p. 167 
4. Ibid. pp. 167-168 
5. Ibid.  p. 179 
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for a ten-year-old boy. Why doesn't Teddy care about his dirty sneakers? Why doesn't he 
care about shorts which are too long and too large? Why doesn't he care about the worn-
out T shirt which has a hole in it? Why did Salinger make the hero so much inattractive? 
Even the handsome alligator belt which is the only nice thing he has is not becoming to 
him and again gives the impression that he doesn't care what he will wear. It seems that 
Salinger made his attire intentionally worst in order to show that Teddy is much more in-
terested in the inner spiritual matter than the outer physical matter. The writer was perhaps 
afraid of bringing about any lessening effect on Teddy's spiritual inte「estif he makes his 
outer characteristics look nicer and better. In this way the child's spiritual character was 
further stressed and there is no fear that any outer appearance would be taken as one of the 
elements to increase his advancement in spirit. The following characteristic trends of thought 
and feeling towards things of the world in the general atmosphere of Zen could be the 
answers: 
• 1. Its concentration on the spirit leads to the neglect of form ; 
2. Or, rather, it detects in form of any description the presence of the spirit; 
3. Deficiency or imperfection of form is held to be more expressive of the spirit, because 
perfection of form is likely to attract one's attention to form and not to the inner truth 
itself :6' 
Now we will go into the dialogues between Teddy and Nicholson through which the 
thematic thoughts in the story are given in the question-and-answer form and sometimes 
expressed by Teddy's remarks of his feeling towards things. 
The first example of showing the Zen way of seeing things appears in the following 
scene: 
Teddy was looking out of the porthole and noticed someone dump a garbage can of 
orange peels. He said.''They float very nicely... It's interesting that I know about them 
being there. If I hadn't seen them, then I wouldn't know they were there, and if I didn't 
know they were there, I wouldn't be able to say that they even exist. That's a very nice, per-
fect example of the way... " "In a few minutes, the only place they'll stil be floating will 
be inside my mind.7 " 
'Zen discipline consists in attaining enlightenment (satori in Japanese). Satori finds a 
meaning hitherto hidden in our daily concrete particular experiences, such as eating, drink-
ing, or business of al kinds. The meaning thus revealed is not something added from the 
outside. Itis in being itself, in becoming itself, in living itself. This is called, in Japanese, 
a life of kono-mama or sono-mama. Kono-or sono-mama means the "isness" of a thing, 
Reality in its isness.8 ・ 
Teddy practices meditation regularly. From his diary we may quote the following: 
October 27 
'Try the sports deck for meditation tomorrow morning before.. 
October 28 
・t wrote letters to the following persons after meditation this morning. 
Also he mentions as follows: 
6. Daisetz T. Suzuki. Zen Buddhism and Its Influence on Japanese Culture (The Eastern Buddhist Society, 
1938). p. 1 
7. J. D. Salinger. Nine Stories (Bantam). p. 171 
8. Daisetz T. Suzuki, Zen and Japanese Culture (Princeton University Pres. I 959), p. I 6 
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•... it's very hard to meditate and live a spiritual life in America. People think you're 
a freak if you try to.9' 
ln reference to the above statements made by Teddy, the word'meditation'needs some 
explanation. When you say to'meditate', you mean to think contemplatively, relect, or to 
intend to do, or to plan something. However, when you use the word in connection with 
Zen, it has a special deeper meaning; and the meditation Teddy used would be in the sense 
of the latter. The term Zen is derived from the original Sanscrit dhiyana or jhana meaning 
meditation,10 later on phoneticaly transliterated into a Chinese character which is pro-
nounced ch'an in China. The same Chinese character is pronounced zen in Japan. So, Zen 
originally means meditation. Zazen which is becoming internationally known as a Zen term 
besides others such as satori, wabi, koan, etc., means to sit in silent meditation. The practice 
of meditation in Zen is not just the concentration of mind on one thing, the fixing o「
thought on the doctrine, but it must be followed by enlightement, or the final goal of 
meditation is to attain the enlightenment (satori in Japanese). Satori is quite individual 
experience and therefore is hard to be expressed or explained in words. It is a mental up-
heaval where you can be apart from the old accumulations of intellectuality and ready for 
a new faith. The present writer is afraid of misleading the reader with this simple definition, 
for satori, personal mental experience, cannot easily be expressed in words and usualy a 
number of pages are given to the explanation of characteristics of satori. Anyway Teddy 
seemed to be practicing this satori regularly. 
As regards emotions Teddy remarked in the dialogue with Nicholson as follows : 
・1 wish I know why people think it's so important to be emotional. My mother and 
father don't think a person's human unles he thinks a lot of things are very sad or very 
annoying or very - very unjust, sort of. My father gets very emotional even when he reads 
the newspaper. He thinks I'm inhuman." 
Nicholson said. "I take it you have no emotions?" Teddy answe「ed."If I do, I don't 
remember when I ever used them. I don't see what they're good for." 
In another case he said. "If I were God, I certainly wouldn't want people to love me 
sentimentaly. It's too unreliable." 
"You love your parents, don't you ? " Nicholson asked. 
"I have a very strong affinity for them. They're my parents, and we're al part of each 
other's harmony and everything. I want them to have a nice time while they're alive, because 
they like to have a nice time.... They love their reasons for loving us almost as much as 
they love us, and most of the time more. It's not so good, that way.11" 
Kazuyoshi Kino in his book贔'Zen12"says in connection with the love for parents and 
love for children, that religious monks, either in the West or in the East, used to start their 
religious training at the point of cutting off the bondage of being parents and a child, that 
is, the relationship between parents and a child should be terminated completely in order 
not to lose sight of the most important thing to them. Nowadays, however, he says, such 
tradition is not observed by many monks. Their emotional affection towards their family is 
much more intense than we laymen and eagerly try to increase personal property for their 
9. J. D. Salinger, Nine Stories (Bantam} pp. 179、181.188 
I 0. Seizan Yanagida、ZenGoroku (in Japanese} (Chuokoronsha、1978)p. 9 
1. J. D. Salinger, Nine Stories (Bantam}, p. 187 
12. Kazuyoshi Kino, Zen (in Japanese} (Nihon Hoso Kyokai}, p. 152 
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wife and children. He considers the fact as the degradation of Buddhism. 
Teddy again mentioned of the emotions of poets. 
... "Poets are always taking the weather so personally. They're always sticking their 
emotions in things that have no emotions." Then Teddy suddenly quoted two Japanese 
poems as follows: "Nothing in th.evoice of the cicada intimates how soon it will die. Along 
this road goes no one, this autumn eve." And he added.'They're not ful of a lot of emotio-
nal stuff." 
The first one of the two Japanese poems (or haiku in Japanese) by Basho is the trans-
lat ion of the well-known Japanese haiku; 
Yagate shinu 
Keshiki wa m1yezu, 
Semi no koye. 
Of which another translation is found in Suzuki's book.14 
Of an early death 
Showing no signs、
The cicada's voice. 
Salinger perhaps quoted the translation from Blyth's.15 Suzuki's interpretation of the 
poem may be cited here. 
This is understood by most critics and commentators to mean that life is transient and 
that we. not fully realizing it, are given up to enjoyments of various kinds just like the cicada 
singing vociferously at the top of its voice, as if it were going to live forever. Basho is said 
to be giving us here a moral and spiritual admonition with a concrete familiar example. 
But so far as I can se. this kind of interpretation altogether mars Basho's intuition of the 
Unconscious.... the cicada asserts itself — that is, makes its existence known to others -
and while this goes on here the cicada is perfect, content with itself and with the world, and 
nobody can contradict this fact.... As「aras the cicada itself is concerned, it knows no 
human worries、itis not vexed with its short life, which may end at any moment as the days 
grow colder. As long as it can sing it is alive, and while alive here is an eternal life and 
what is the use of worrying about transitoriness? "16 
Now, why did Teddy cite this Japanese haiku here? He knew he would die shortly 
after then. He made predictions for the future and foretold of his own death in haiku form, 
which was、wefind、aforeshadow in the plot of the story. The original Japanese haiku of 
the second one goes : 
Kono michi ya 
Yuku hito nashini, 
Aki no kure. 
The discussion of the meaning of this poem goes beyond the aim of the present paper, 
so the only point o「generalcaution about haiku will be mentioned here. This shortest 
possible form of poetical expression in seventeen syllables is a special product of the Japanese 
genius. The sparing of word means an intensity of unexpressed inner feeling of the poet, 
with much being left to the reader to find what is hidden. It takes a Japanese mind to appre-
13. J. D. Salinger. Nine Stories (Bantam). p. 185 
14. Daisetz T. Suzuki. Zen and Japanese Culture (Princeton University Pres). p.252 
I 5. R. H. Blyth. Zen in English Literature (The Hokuseido Pres. 1942). p. 265 
16. Daisetz T. Suzuki. Zen and Japanese Culture (Princeton University Press). p. 252 
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ciate the value of a hiku. To understand haiku, religious in its spirit, a thorough acquaintance 
with Japanese psychology and cultural tradition would be necessary. 
Teddy's idea of death is given in response to Nicholson's question: 
'It's so silly... even though they teach Religion and Philosophy and al, they're stil 
pretty afraid to die... What would be so tragic about it, though? What's there to be afraid 
of, I mean? I'd just be doing what I was supposed to do, that's al, wouldn't I? Nicholson 
said. Itmight not be a tragedy from your point of view, but it would certainly be a sad 
event for your mother and dad, ever consider that ?''Yea, of course, I have. But that's only 
because they have names and emotions for everything that happens.'17 
Philosophically, Zen treats life and death indifferently; life and life-death are one thing, 
not two; Life is life-death looked upon absolutely. If anyone is emancipated, and comes 
back to the original mind from the delusive mind, which is an intellectually divided state 
of consciousness, he will be able to face death fearlessly. 
As for the education of children, in reply to the question by Nicholson, Teddy said 
that he wouldn't start with the things school usually start with. He would first assemble with 
al the children together and show them how to meditate, how to find out to show them who 
they are, not just what their names are and things like that. He would get them to empty 
out everything their parents and everybody ever told them. To "empty out" is the same as to 
"vomit up" which expression is often found in Salinger's stories.'Man must empty himself 
of the吋ntellectualstu『 ,ifhe ever wants to see things as they really are.'18 
When the conversation with Nicholson finished, •「eddy proceeded towards a pool on 
E Deck as he had planned to have a swimming lesson there. Nicholson, after a few minutes 
later, followed him and was about halfway down the staircase to the pool when he heard a 
scream of a girl child. Teddy was pushed to death into a pool by Booper as he had predicted. 
The story ends here. 
The story "Teddy" as a whole is full of Zen thought expressed through the mouth of 
Teddy as seen from the above statements selectively extracted from the context. From the 
point of Zen, this short story exhaustively covers the important characteristic features of Zen, 
although it is quite natural that al the essentials of Zen Buddhism could not be touched 
upon. The style of presenting the theme of the story seemingly took, the form of Zen mondo, 
which was appropriate and reasonable, since it would have been very difficult otherwise. 
The difficulty of Salinger's works may be correlated with the difficulty of Zen Buddhism in 
their understanding. Salinger is not a Buddhist but a devotee of the Zen Buddhism and has 
been a practioner and once a lecturer of Zen. The Japanese are said to have Zen Buddhism 
as a building-up factor of their character and culture. Yet it is not an easy task for us 
Japanese to comprehend Zen without reading a few books only to get the fundamental 
knowledge of Zen thought, since Zen claims to be above logic and verbal interpretation. 
Few Japanese novelists try to illuminate the readers through the theme of their stories. In 
the story of "Teddy" Salinger attempted to contain Zen thought to the possible maximum 
degree. The rather simple plot of the story may help the readers understand the complex 
idea and be easily led into the world of entirely new logic with some resonance echoed in the 
mind. 
17. J. D. Salinger, Nine Stories (Bantam), p. 193 
18. J.E. Miller、Jr.J. D. Salinger (University of Minnesota Pamphlets on American Writers No. 51). p. 26 
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